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57 ABSTRACT 
A peak detector circuit utilizes a comparator to com 
pare an input signal to a peak voltage output signal. The 
output of the comparator enables a charging current 
source to charge a holding capacitor at a first rate when 
the input signal is greater than the peak voltage output 
signal and enables a discharging current source to dis 
charge the holding capacitor at a second rate when the 
input signal is less than the peak voltage output signal. 
The capacitor voltage is coupled through the gate to 
source of an n-channel transistor and this source voltage 
forms the peak voltage output signal. 

12 Claims, 1 Drawing Sheet 
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CONTROLLED SEW PEAK DETECTOR 

TECHNICAL FIELD 
This invention relates to electronic circuits, and more 

particularly, to voltage peak detector circuits. 
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Peak detectors are used in various applications to 

5 

provide an output voltage equal to or representative of O 
the peak voltage of an input signal. These peak detec 
tors are used in such applications as in telecommunica 
tions in which a digital signal is received on a single 
twisted wire pair without an external clock. The data 
must be extracted from the signal. A common method 
used in the extraction of the data from this signal is to 
detect the peak value of the incoming signal and to 
sample the incoming signal at a point in the mid range of 
the incoming signal. 

Prior art peak detector circuits generally use an oper 
ational amplifier in which the input signal is coupled to 
one input of the op amp and the output of the op amp is 
connected through a diode to a capacitor, the capacitor 
voltage being coupled back to the second input of the 
op amp. In this circuit the diode is conducting when 
ever the input voltage is greater than the capacitor 
voltage and reverse biased otherwise. Thus, when the 
input signal is rising, the capacitor voltage tracks the 
input voltage, and when the input signal is falling from 
a prior peak value, the capacitor voltage is decreasing 
due to leakage through the diode and other circuitry 
attached to the capacitor. 
However, this prior art circuit presents several prob 

lems and difficulties, especially in telecommunications 
applications described above. If the input signal is noisy, 
then the prior art peak detector will tend to track the 
noise peaks on the input signal voltage. Also, this prior 
art peak detector does not respond rapidly to falling 
input signals. Third, an operational amplifier for use in 
the prior art peak detector is difficult to design; it must 
respond rapidly and yet be stable for the differing load 
conditions caused by the forward and reverse bias of the 
diode and the varying amount of charge on the capaci 
tor. 

Therefore, it can be appreciated that a peak detector 
which provides a degree of immunity to noise spikes on 
the input signal, which has a controlled slew rate, and 
which avoids the difficulties of designing a stable opera 
tional amplifier is highly desirable. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

It is, therefore, an object of this invention to provide 
a peak detector circuit which provides a degree of im 
munity to noise spikes on the input signal. 

It is also an object of this invention to provide a peak 
detector which provides a controlled slew rate for 
tracking falling input signals. 

It is also an object of this invention to provide a peak 
detector which avoids the problem of designing a fast 
and stable operational amplifier. 
Shown in an illustrated embodiment of the invention 

is a peak detector circuit which includes a comparator 
having a first voltage input terminal and an external 
Voltage input terminal for comparing the first voltage to 
the external voltage. The circuit includes a capacitor 
and charging circuitry coupled between the comparator 
and the capacitor for charging the capacitor at a first 
predetermined rate when the external voltage is greater 
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2 
than the first voltage. The peak detector circuit also 
includes a discharge circuit coupled to the capacitor for 
discharging the capacitor at a second predetermined 
rate and also includes means for coupling the voltage 
across the capacitor to the first voltage input terminal of 
the comparator wherein the first voltage is representa 
tive of the peak voltage of the external voltage. 

In a further aspect of the invention the peak detector 
also includes isolation circuitry, such as an MOS transis 
tor, coupled between the capacitor and the first voltage 
input terminal of the comparator. 
Also shown in an illustrated embodiment of the in 

vention is a method for providing a first voltage repre 
sentative of the peak voltage of an input signal which 
includes the steps of comparing the first voltage to the 
input signal. The method also includes charging a ca 
pacitor at a first predetermined rate if the input voltage 
is greater than the first voltage and discharging the 
capacitor at a second predetermined rate, and then 
forming the first voltage as determined, at least in part, 
by the total charge on the capacitor. 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The aforementioned and other features, characteris 
tics, advantages, and the invention in general, will be 
better understood from the following, more detailed 
description taken in conjunction with the accompany 
ing drawings in which: 

FIG. 1 is a peak detector circuit according to the 
present invention; 
FIG. 2A-2C shows plots of voltage waveforms illus 

trative of the advantages of the present invention; and 
FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of a peak detector 

according to the present invention in which additional 
circuitry has been added to provide a reference voltage 
to a data extraction circuit. 

It will be appreciated that for purposes of clarity and 
where deemed appropriate, reference numerals have 
been repeated in the figures to indicate corresponding 
features. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

A peak detector circuit according to the present in 
vention does not utilize an operational amplifier and 
diode, but rather utilizes a comparator which compares 
an input signal to a peak voltage output signal, and a 
pair of current sources, one used to charge a capacitor 
when the input signal is greater than the peak voltage 
output signal and one used to discharge the capacitor 
when the input signal is less than the peak voltage out 
put signal. The capacitor voltage is connected to the 
gate of an MOS buffer or isolation transistor and the 
source voltage of the MOS buffer transistor forms the 
peak voltage output signal. 
The peak voltage output signal is therefore a saw 

tooth waveform, the rise and fall times, or slew rate, 
being determined by the current supplied by each of the 
current sources and the magnitude of the holding ca 
pacitor. The charging current source must provide 
enough current so that the rising voltage on the holding 
capacitor is on the same order of magnitude as the rise 
time of the input signal. The discharge current source, 
on the other hand, discharges current from the holding 
capacitor at a much slower rate than the charging cur 
rent sources current to the holding capacitor. The dis 
charge current source must sink current at a rate such 
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that the falling voltage on the holding capacitor is on 
the same order of magnitude as the falling portion of the 
envelope of the input signal. 

It will be understood that the peak voltage output 
signal VPEAK is representative of the actual peak signal 
of the input signal VIN and approximates the actual peak 
signal; but because of the sawtooth output voltage of 
the peak detector circuit 10, the peak voltage output 
signal VPEAK is approximately the same, but never 
greater than, the actual peak voltage. 
The peak detector of the present invention advanta 

geously provides a degree of immunity to noise spikes 
on the input signal since a noise spike merely causes the 
peak output voltage to rise at its controlled slew rate 
determined by the charging current source and the 
holding capacitor. Generally this rise in the peak volt 
age is much less than the voltage amplitude of the noise 
spike and much less than would occur in the prior peak 
detector described in the Background of the Invention 
section above. Moreover, the present invention uses a 
comparator rather than an operational amplifier, 
thereby simplifying the design of a peak detector ac 
cording to the present invention. Also, the present in 
vention allows direct control of the falling slew rate 
such that the falling portion of the envelope of an input 
signal can be tracked fairly accurately without depend 
ing on the leakage characteristics of a diode to match 
the falling edge of the envelope. 
Turning now to the drawings, a peak detector circuit 

10 according to the present invention includes a com 
parator 12 in which the input signal VIN is connected to 
the negative input. The output of the comparator 12 is 
connected to the gate of a p-channel transistor 14 and 
also to the gate of an n-channel transistor 16. The source 
of the p-channel transistor 14 is connected to a charging 
current source 18, the other end of which is connected 
to VDD. The source of the n-channel transistor 16 is 
connected to one end of a discharge current source 20, 
the other end of which is connected to ground. The 
drains of the p-channel transistor 14 and the n-channel 
transistor 16 are connected together and to one end of a 
holding capacitor 22, the other end of which is con 
nected to ground. The common drain connection of the 
p-channel transistor 14 and the n-channel transistor 16 is 
also connected to the gate of an n-channel buffer or 
isolation transistor 24. The drain of the n-channel buffer 
transistor 24 is connected to VDD and the source is 
connected to one end of a third current source 26, the 
other end of which is connected to ground. The source 
of the n-channel buffer transistor 24 is also connected to 
the positive input of the comparator 12 and also forms 
the peak voltage output signal shown as VPEAK in FIG. 
1. 
The operation of the peak detector circuit 10 will 

now be discussed with reference to FIG. 2 in which 
FIG. 2A shows the VPEAK signal superimposed on the 
VIN voltage signal; FIG. 2B shows in detailed portion 
of FIG. 2A; and FIG. 2C also shows VPEAK superim 
posed in VIN, but includes many more cycles of VIN to 
show the envelope of the VIN signal. 
When the input voltage VIN is greater than the peak 

output voltage, VPEAK, then the output of the compara 
tor 12 will be at a low voltage level such that the p 
channel transistor 14 is conductive and the n-channel 
transistor 16 is nonconductive. When the p-channel 
transistor 14 is conductive, then current from the cur 
rent source 18 puts charge onto the holding capacitor 22 
to cause the voltage across the holding capacitor 22 to 
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4 
rise. This voltage on the holding capacitor 22 is de 
creased by the threshold voltage of the n-channel buffer 
transistor 24 to form the peak output voltage VPEAK. 
This rising of the peak output voltage is shown by line 
28 in FIG. 2B. The slew rate of this rising voltage 
shown by line 28 is on the same order of magnitude as 
the rising level of the input signal VIN as shown in FIG. 
2B. 
When the input signal VIN is less than the peak output 

voltage VPEAK then the output of the comparator 12 is 
at a high voltage level such that the p-channel transistor 
14 is nonconductive and the n-channel transistor 16 is 
conductive. Under these conditions the charge on the 
holding capacitor 22 is discharged through the dis 
charge current source 20 and the voltage across the 
holding capacitor 22 and therefore the voltage at the 
peak voltage output signal VPEAK is decreasing. This 
decreasing voltage is shown by lines 30 in FIG. 2A. The 
slew rate of this falling voltage shown by line 30 in FIG. 
2A is on the same order of magnitude as the falling edge 
of the envelope of the input voltage VIN as shown in 
FIG. 2C. As shown in FIG. 2C, the output voltage 
VPEAK is able to track the envelope of the input voltage 
VIN since the charging slew rate and discharging slew 
rate have been matched to the characteristics of the 
input signal VIN. 

Also shown in FIG. 2A is a noise spike 32 on the 
input signal VIN. As shown in FIG. 2A the peak voltage 
output signal VPEAK rises during the portion of the noise 
spike 32 in which the noise spike 32 voltage is greater 
than VPEAK, but rises at the slew rate determined by the 
charging current source 18 and the holding capacitor 
22, and therefore rises only slightly during the time of 
the noise spike 32. Thus, the peak voltage output signal 
VPEAK provides a degree of immunity to noise spikes on 
the input signal VIN. 
As will be understood by those skilled in the art, the 

comparator 12 is much easier to design than an opera 
tional amplifier used in the prior peak detector circuit 
described in the Background of the Invention section 
above. Comparators such as the comparator 12 are by 
their nature unstable and do not require compensation. 
Operational amplifiers, on the other hand, are designed 
to be stable using compensation circuitry, and this com 
pensation circuitry slows down the response time of the 
operational amplifier. 
Turning now to FIG. 3, the peak detector circuit 10 

of FIG. 1 has been shown in more detail and additional 
circuitry has been added to provide an output voltage 
which is a fraction of the peak voltage. As shown in 
FIG. 3, the charging current source 18 is shown com 
prised of a p-channel transistor 34, the gate of which is 
connected to a bias voltage VP BIAS and the discharge 
current source 20 is shown comprised of an n-channel 
transistor 36, the gate of which is connected to a bias 
voltage VN-BIAS. The bias voltages VP BIAS and VN. 
BIAS provide the appropriate bias voltages to the p-chan 
nel transistor 34 and the n-channel transistor 36 respec 
tively to make these transistors operate as constant 
current sources. The current source 26 has been re 
placed by two resistors 38 and 40. The first resistor 38 
has one end connected to the peak voltage output signal 
VPEAK and the other end connected to the negative 
input of a second comparator 42. The negative input of 
the comparator 42 is connected to one end of the other 
resistor 40, the other end of which is connected to 
ground. The positive input of the comparator 42 is 



4,866,301 
5 

connected to the input signal VIN and the output of the 
comparator 42 forms the output signal VoUT. 

In operation, the resistors 38 and 40 divide the peak 
voltage output signal VPEAK by approximately in the 
preferred embodiment and the comparator 42 provides 
the output signal VoUTwhich is positive when the input 
signal VIN is greater than the peak voltage and is 
negative otherwise. Thus, the transitions at the output 
of the comparator 42 could be used by a clock extrac 
tion circuitry (not shown) to indicate the rise and falling 
edges of the input signal. 
Although the invention has been described in part by 

making detailed reference to a certain specific embodi 
ment, such detail is intended to be, and will be under 
stood to be, instructional rather than restrictive. It will 
be appreciated by those skilled in the art that many 
variations may be made in the structure and mode of 
operation without departing from the spirit and scope of 
the invention, as disclosed in the teachings contained 
herein. For example, the n-channel transistor 16 could 
be eliminated with the discharge current source 20 di 
rectly connected to the holding capacitor 22. In this 
alternative, the discharge current source 22 would be 
always discharging the holding capacitor 22 and the 
charging current source 18 would have to provide 
enough current to overcome the discharging current 
source 20 and still charge the holding capacitor 22 at a 
suitable rate. Further, the positive input of the compara 
tor 12 is connected to the source of the n-channel tran 
sistor 24 but could be connected directly to the holding 
capacitor 22 so that the voltage across the holding ca 
pacitor 22 would then become representative of the 
peak voltage of the input signal VIN. 
The present invention can also be modified by one 

skilled in the art to provide a peak negative voltage 
rather than the peak positive voltage provided in the 
preferred embodiment. 
What is claimed is: 
1. Apparatus comprising: 
(a) a comparator connected to receive a first voltage 
and an external voltage, and to compare said first 
voltage to said external voltage; 

(b) a capacitive element; 
(c) charging means coupled between said comparator 
and said capacitive element for charging said ca 
pacitive element at a first predetermined rate when 
said external voltage is greater than said first volt 
age; - 

(d) discharge means coupled to said capacitive ele 
ment for discharging said capacitive element at a 
second predetermined rate; and 

(e) means for coupling the voltage across said capaci 
tive element to said first voltage input terminal of 
said comparator, said first voltage being represen 
tative of the peak voltage of said external voltage; 

wherein said means for coupling includes a gate to 
source path through an MOS transistor. 

2. Apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein said first 
predetermined rate is greater than said second predeter 
mined rate. 

3. Apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein said dis 
charge means is also coupled to said comparator, and 
wherein said discharge means discharges said capacitive 
element only when said first voltage is greater than said 
external voltage. 

4. Apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein said first 
predetermined rate and said second predetermined rate 
are both a constant rate. 

5. A peak detector circuit comprising: 
(a) comparison means, having a first voltage input 

terminal for receiving a first voltage and a second 
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6 
input terminal for receiving an input voltage, for 
comparing said first voltage to said input voltage; 

(b) a capacitor; 
(c) charging means coupled between said comparison 
means and said capacitor for charging said capaci 
tor at a first predetermined rate when said input 
voltage is greater than said first voltage; 

(d) discharge means coupled between said compari 
son means and said capacitor for discharging said 
capacitor at a second predetermined rate when said 
input voltage is less than said first voltage; and 

(e) isolation means responsive to the voltage across 
said capacitor for providing said first voltage to 
said comparison means, said first voltage being 
representative of the peak voltage of said input 
voltage. 

6. The peak detector circuit set forth in claim 5 fur 
ther including means coupled to said isolation means for 
providing an output voltage which is a fraction of said 
first voltage, 

7. A method for providing a first voltage representa 
tive of the peak voltage of an input signal comprising 
the steps of: 

(a) comparing said first voltage to said input voltage; 
(b) charging a capacitive element at a first predeter 
mined constant rate if said input voltage is greater 
than said first voltage; 

(c) discharging said capacitive element at a second 
predetermined constant rate if said input voltage is 
less than said first voltage; and 

(d) forming said first voltage from the charge on said 
capacitive element; 

wherein said first rate is much greater than said sec 
ond rate. 

8. The method set forth in claim 7 wherein said step 
of forming said first voltage is formed by subtracting 
the threshold voltage of an MOS transistor from the 
voltage across said capacitive element. 

9. The method set forth in claim 7 wherein said first 
predetermined rate and said second predetermined rate 
are constant rates. 

10. The circuit of claim 5, wherein said first rate is 
much greater than said second rate. 

11. The circuit of claim 5, wherein said first rate and 
said second rate are both constant, and said first rate is 
much greater than said second rate. 

12. A peak detector circuit, comprising: 
a comparator having first and second input terminals, 
and connected to provide a corresponding digital 
output; 

a capacitor; 
first and second current sources, and first and second 

switching transistors, connected so that 
when said output of said comparator has a first state, 

said first transistor connects said first current 
source to said capacitor, and said first current 
source thereby begins to charge up said capacitor 
at a first, substantially constant, rate, and, 

when said output of said comparator has a second 
state, said second transistor connects said second 
current source to said capacitor, and said second 
current source discharges said capacitor at a sec 
ond, substantially constant, rate; and, 

at least one buffer transistor, operatively connected 
to be controlled in accordance with the voltage on 
said capacitor, and to provide an output voltage 
substantially corresponding to the voltage on said 
capacitor, said output voltage being connected to 
one of said inputs of said comparator; 

wherein said first rate is much greater than said sec 
ond rate. 
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